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in turn would foster a more consumer led and controlled human service response to challenges of
living. Financial impoverishment focussed on as a challenge of living for the poor leaves those in
privileged positions, who are accumulating great wealth at the expense of the poor, invisible, and as the
current international recession is showing, still largely not accountable for their actions (ABC media
coverage of G20 Summit in Britain, 1 April 2009). The result is a ‘‘conservatising’’ approach to social
work with insufficient attention to the social workers’ challenges of working in systems that are
structured to keep the focus on the ‘‘clients’’ as the target groups for intervention. Thus, social work’s
role in the maintaining the dominant ‘‘relations of ruling’’ (Leonard, 1997) is left unquestioned when
considerations of knowledge are unhinged from power, identity, cultural, and contextual factors (Ross,
2007). The net effect is a possibly misleading encouragement that embracing this package of knowledge
will result in effective, just interventions that will be appreciated by the clients.
DYANN ROSS
University of the Sunshine Coast
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Understanding Social Work Practice in Mental Health
VICKI COPPOCK & BOB DUNN
London, Sage, 2010
170 pp., ISBN: 978412935050, $47.95 (paperback)
This relatively short book has many strengths, one of which is its consistent attention to the
contested nature of mental health problems and social work practice. The book begins with a
succinct discussion of medical and social models of mental (ill)health, identifying the partial,
historical, and situated nature of dominant biomedical discourses. In their discussion, the authors
draw on cutting edge critical mental health literature by authors such as D.B. Double (2006) and
Jeremy Tew (2005), and use these critical perspectives to identify the distinctive contribution social
work can make to mental health. This contribution, they argue, revolves around social change,
awareness of the structural factors that contribute to personal wellbeing, commitment to critical
reflection and critical questioning, and ability to work from a rights-based, recovery-oriented
perspective in complex environments alongside service users.
The historical context of the rise of psychiatric and community care has been well documented by
the authors; however, one of the drawbacks of the book, from an Australian perspective, is its strong
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UK focus of the book. This focus continues to predominate, to greater or lesser extents, throughout
the sections on mental health legislation and debates in relation to the UK mental health service
delivery system. As every chapter begins with several pages outlining how that chapter fits with the
National Occupational Standards for Social Work in the UK, this focus can be a little distracting for
Australian readers. However, discussions about the rhetoric of community care as compared to the
reality; the consequences of adopting risk discourses; the move towards evidence-based practice;
and concepts of person-centred support are highly relevant to other settings such as those in
Australia. Recovery models are also discussed, although they could, perhaps, have been given a bit
more space due to their prominence as an alternative discourse in mental health.
Chapters 6 and 7 are highlights of the book, the former focusing on ‘‘Challenging Inequality and
Respecting Diversity’’ and the latter on ‘‘Challenging Cultures: Interprofessional Working in Mental
Health’’. Chapter 6 provides a thoughtful and important discussion of how structural factors and
inequalities, such as class, gender, and race, shape personal experience; the devotion of an entire
chapter to this discussion reflects the authors’ privileging of a critical approach informing social
work’s distinctive contribution in the area of mental health. Attention is also given to the role of
new social movements in addressing oppression and stigma, and the continuing significance of a
human-rights perspective for grounding social work practice in mental health. Perhaps a few case
studies in this chapter would have further fleshed out how structural perspectives can be
incorporated into everyday practice. Chapter 7 tackles another important issue for social work in
mental health: that of interprofessional practice. Again, it was a bit disappointing, from an
Australian perspective, that the discussion maintained a very strong UK focus in relation to the
actual service delivery system. However, sections on the tensions of working interprofessionally and
the importance of garnering service users’ perspectives on the value of social work addressed
important issues that are not discussed often enough in social work literature.
In concluding the book, the authors reiterate the need for social work to challenge oppression and
take a ‘‘critical social science approach’’ to understanding mental health theory, policy, and practice.
They underscore the importance of social work maintaining a critical and critically reflective
approach, even though such a stance is often a challenging one to assume in current sociopolitical and
organisational contexts. They firmly locate social work as a deeply political and value-based activity,
and as such, integral to future visions of progressive mental health services. These are important and
timely messages for social workers, as we are increasingly encouraged to adapt to narrow models of
service provision that secure our professional standing in the short term, but do not necessarily
advance the personal and social transformation aims of the profession. In the area of mental health,
social work’s unique contribution may well be our critical perspective, along with our creative ability
to promote antioppressive practice in a field where stigma, power imbalance, and unquestioned
acceptance of dominant discourses are not in the best interests of those we work with.
SELMA MACFARLANE
Deakin University
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